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The Journey Continues:
Adventures Among My Passionately
N aYve Beginning Teachers
BY

MARK CONLEY

A

s I look back at 1993 and what I was thinking then, I can see some definite
ways that I am on the same journey in some ways though my mode of
transportation has changed. The professional development school movement ironically ended at the very institution in which it began, the result of
changes in leadership and different priorities. After many years of failing to
produce the "currency" generally acknowledged in the university environmentresearch papers and grants, for example-the professional development schools
were allowed to wither. I still see many of the teachers from that period, many
of whom recall wistfully "the opportunities we had." But the times of site-based
governance and university collaboration within that framework are definitely
over. What matters most, at least on the institutional level in higher education,
consists of annual U.S. News & World Report rankings. Higher rankings keep
alumni and donors happy and attract a shrinking supply of students.

So what became of those border-crossing experiences
from the early 1990s? Like many of you, I have a
personal story. In the mid-1990s, my department
chair handed me the job of developing a tutoring
program for our 250 juniors participating in our
adolescent literacy course. The course was one of
the few courses in our teacher preparation program
that did not yet have a field component. "Besides,"
he explained, "tutoring is a hot topic right now, and
we might be able to write some grants to support
research on it!" I share this because I often run into
teachers and others who assume that, as professors,
we call our own shots. Indeed, we have administrative bosses just like you.
Concerned about the need for quality for such a huge
tutoring effort, I asked about resources. When I first
came to Michigan State in 1987, we had one field
supervisor for every 10 students. I figured that with
thousands of dollars in tuition generated by these
students, there must be some resources. My chair
replied that I could have a retired principal to help
me with the placements, but that was about it. Oh,
and I would need to hire and train four graduate
instructors as part of the job.
Welcome to the realities of higher education in
the new millennium! As my students tell me, it is
common now for undergraduates to never see a
professor until well into their junior or senior year.
My students are often surprised to see me, a profes-
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sor, teaching them. As enrollments have increased
and professors have retired, larger institutions have
opted for staffing courses via graduate assistants.
And professors, while we still get to teach, have been
transformed into course managers. Technology has
eased this transition a bit, but the task of teaching
a field-based course with this many students is still
daunting.
I searched my mind and soul-what I knew and
valued-in responding to this challenge. I worried
that this approach to field work amounted to just
throwing the students into the schools, in effect, having the teachers do the work that we are supposed to
do in preparing teachers. There was no compensation
for the teachers in doing this. I wondered who would
come forward to participate. Why would they want
to? And then I met Mike Kerner.
Mike is like your favorite grandfather, gruff on the
outside but a heart of gold on the inside. And he has
more experience with schools than almost anyone I
know. He has been a teacher and an administrator
for more than 40 years. I spent my early conversations with Mike complaining about what my
department was doing to me and my students. Mike
listened patiently. And then he said "What if we
create a win-win situation?" He went on to explain
that we needed to develop the students into real
assets for the teachers and the schools. In turn, the
teachers and the schools would welcome us. But we
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had to make it real. "Relevancy" is one of Mike's
favorite words. ''You can't do any of that university
bird walking and theorizing!" Mike cautioned.
Mike and I formed a partnership then and there and
what that meant unfolded gradually over the next
few months and years. We made personal contacts
in each of five schools in the Lansing School District-the four middle schools and the CCLC alternative High School-to talk about what we wanted to
do and to listen to ideas about what we should do.
I remember the puzzled looks when I first asked
teachers and administrators for suggestions for
organizing and teaching the course. Mike repeated
his win-win message. Once in awhile, he made fun
of my university background as a way to signal that
what we were doing was different in comparison with
past ivory tower efforts and that we wanted to make
a difference.
Teaching one section of the course the first time with
graduate instructors teaching the other sections
was extremely awkward. Not knowing much about
the schools or their students, we were left to deliver
the same content that adolescent literacy courses
typically offer across the country-teaching practices
focusing on vocabulary, comprehension, and writing, for example. After 6 weeks, our Michigan State
students entered their Lansing classrooms and
began tutoring. The early results? None of what we
were teaching the MSU beginning teachers worked!
The classrooms were just too busy, too diverse in
students, content, and assignments that our Michigan State students just could not wait until someone
needed a vocabulary strategy to meet our course
requirements. They had to pitch in and help, regardless of the learning situation that did not necessarily
require an approach to vocabulary. Sometimes,
the situation required just listening to a kid be
angry about his or her day. Once again, as I had
experienced in Flint and in Holt in the early 1990s, I
confronted the limitations of what I knew.
Fortunately, technology provides us with some
insights. Students were expected to report on their
experiences through threaded discussions online.
The instructors could read about their experiences
and try to reshape the course. Several things leapt
out when I read my students' online postings. First,
these beginning teachers were passionate-they
really wanted to help. I now count myself fortunate
in that each semester I re-encounter this passion. It
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is quite simply the anecdote for all of the modern,
depressing policies over curriculum standards,
testing, and accountability. Despite the pressures
that are forcing many teachers to consider a new
career, there is still a steady stream of new teachers
coming in, desperate to touch a young person's life,
as someone had at some point done for them.
The second jolt had to do with how these beginning
teachers were so nai'.ve about the complexities of
teaching. I was accustomed to the practice of beginning teachers coming back from school experiences
certain that they could do a better job than any other
teacher in the school. Some of the less fortunate of
these students are provided the opportunity by wizened teachers, predictably with disastrous results.
What was new for me was the simplicity with which
beginning teachers were viewing some very complicated issues, like motivation, teaching, learning, and
assessment. Motivation is a book in the hand, a smile
on my face, and a song in my heart to many of these
beginning teachers. Notice how this definition says
nothing about the adolescents in the room. Teaching
involves keeping kids busy, especially avoiding the
beginning teacher's worst nightmare-down time for
adolescents! And learning? Well, they either get it
or they don't get it. And then you give them a test.
After all, that is what worked for them.
It occurred to me that the most important goal for
this experience had to be helping beginning teachers
think in more complex ways about these issues. Our
approach to meeting this goal had to be accountable
to the standard that Mike set forth-relevancy. What
we did in the course had to be completely relevant to
our students' experiences, for their sake as beginners
and if our students were ever to become an asset for
the schools.

Examining my students' reflections of their school
experiences led me to a third insight. Michigan
State's teacher preparation program has operated
in urban schools for a very long time. Upon reading
my students' reflections, I realized that we had been
in urban schools, but it was only rarely that we had
ever embraced issues confronted by urban schoolsincluding poverty, low achievement, and diverse
family and community challenges as well as opportunities. And so, armed with my Flint experiences and
my students' insights, we set about to reorganize the
course with issues of literacy and tutoring in urban
schools at the center.
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Practically speaking, this resulted in six themes that
guide our work: understanding adolescents in urban
contexts, motivating adolescents, starting instruction based on understandings of students, asking
the right questions at the right times, building
appropriate relationships with students, and figuring
out what works. These themes are used to organize
the readings and course experiences in the 6 weeks
before students go out to tutor.
We further decided to work with rather than against
our students' passions. I observed that in many
teacher preparation courses devoted to issues of
diversity, students were often made to feel guilty
about their backgrounds. As a result, students in
those courses come out with lists of topics with no
way of relating those topics to human beings. We
adopted an approach developed by Patricia Schimdt
at LeMoyne University where students explore their
own backgrounds as a way of understanding others.
We developed a case study approach so that our
students would gain ample opportunity to learn from
their tutoring experiences. Each week, during the
tutoring segment of the course, students work in
teams to bring cases to our class and lead discussions
about the cases. We model for students ways that we
would like them to consider the cases-not just going
for the quick explanations or the easy answers-but
seeking out multiple and sometimes competing
hypotheses. As students present their own cases, they
develop more complex ways of viewing the course
themes in relation to their own work with students.
As the course evolved over several years, we realized
that the work we were doing was more than just
about understanding adolescents or instruction. It is
really focused on helping beginning teachers explore
the question: "Who am I as a teacher?" Now the
course begins and ends with that question focusing
on the complex experiences with literacy and tutoring in urban schools as the catalyst for exploring its
possible answers.
Each semester, as our teacher preparation students
are immersed yet again in their work in urban
schools, we observe two kinds of results. Several
students in each section decide that teaching is not
for them. We view this as a positive and advise these
students in making other career choices. The other
result is that growing numbers of our students say
that they would choose to work in schools in urban
communities. We are particularly excited about this
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result since it means that more highly qualified
teachers might choose to work for the schools that
desperately need good teachers. These students are
making this choice having experienced both the
challenges and opportunities of schools in urban
communities.
After 14 years, I have learned that many things
remain the same while much can change. Universities and schools are still far apart in their work and
reward systems. That may change in the coming
years as universities now come under the same kind
of scrutiny faced by Michigan's public schools in the
1990s. The public relations efforts now prevalent
in colleges of education are likely to be replaced by
attempts to produce data that conclusively demonstrate the value of teacher preparation institutions.
The thrust for the government to micromanage
teacher education has just begun in our state with a
newly mandated reading course complete with specifically prescribed course topics and Reading First
inspired reviews of required reading courses. Finally,
it becomes very clear to me that past and current
efforts to "manage" teacher preparation, including
the state's standards for professional preparation of
teachers, focus far too much on instructional practices and not nearly enough on learning.
What endure for me are the values gained from
my experiences with teachers in schools and with
like-minded colleagues. There is always something
more to learn. The passion of Michigan's beginning
teachers will keep anyone young. And no matter
how deep and complex the changes in institutions,
it is always possible for a single individual to make
changes that can impact lives. That is the message I
found recently in Peter Gomes' book, The Good Life:
Truths that Last in Times of Need (Gomes, 2003).
Gomes, a long-serving Harvard chaplain, notes that
education has changed from a concern for excellence
and contributing to the common good to a concern
only for excellence grounded in things that can be
counted. This view is consistent with my experience
with the changes in education, especially given the
preoccupation with media-based rankings, endless
lists of standards, and policing every occurrence of
preferred instructional practice.
Rarely is it ever asked these days: Did anybody grow
from the experience? Did anybody become more
literate? Did anybody learn? Whenever I get discouraged about this, I reflect on my experiences in 1993
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and my ongoing experiences with my passionate yet
nai:ve, 20-year-old beginning teachers. These reflections keep me focused on what really matters: our
students, helping them find a place for themselves,
and making a difference in their lives and their
learning.
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